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And finally, Nathan der Weise^ Lessing's swan song,
the poetic precipitate of his battle for tolerance and
humanity. An older generation condemned Nathan
der Weise as merely a drama for the closet; but they
could not envisage those subsequent developments
of the drama in which the bustle of Romantic happen-
ings was more and more to give place to psychological
conflicts. In this sense Lessing's last drama has much
in it that was before its time. If it has, in spite of
this, still remained in large measure excluded from the
stage, the reason is that it turns upon a motive which
was congenial to the taste of the eighteenth century—
as witness Voltaire and Diderot—but is no longer to
ours, namely, the discovery that two lovers are brother
and sister. Such a disillusioning denouement a post-
romantic public could not accept with equanimity;
and Nathan der Weise has remained unpalatable in the
theatre. It is also, admittedly, somewhat artificially
constructed to enforce the doctrine which was nearer
to Lessing's heart than the fortunes of his characters,
clear-cut, interesting and even humorous as they are.
Nathan der Weise is primarily a sermon on religious
tolerance, not a drama of the emotions. Deeply
significant is another aspect of Lessing's last dramatic
work ; here he has turned away from our Shakespeare,
for whom he had as a critic broken a lance, and
followed that writer among his contemporaries to
whom he owed his chief debt—Diderot. Nay,
more, he has bent the knee to his arch-enemy Voltaire,
and written a drama whose place is with the dramas of
the great Frenchman whose life, like Lessing's, was
one long battle for the liberation of humanity.
Lessing as a critic requires no eulogy or apology.
Did not Macaulay, in the middle of the last century,
greet him as the "greatest critic of Europe"?
Lessing's eminence as a critic has never been disputed ;
the trenchant vigour of his judgments, his brilliant
style, his keen dialectic fencing, above all, his freedom
from the fogs of metaphysical confusion which so

